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Gail Martin selected for 2011 FASEB Excellence in Science AwardFormer SDB president (2006–2007) and renowned developmental
biologist, Gail Martin, has been selected to receive the 2011
Federation of American Societies for Experimental Biology (FASEB)
Excellence in Science Award. This prestigious award, sponsored by Eli
Lilly and Company, recognizes the outstanding achievements of
women in the biological sciences who have made signiﬁcant
contributions to their scientiﬁc discipline.
Martin has consistently been a leader in the ﬁeld of developmental
biology from her seminal work on embryonic stem cells to her work
on the role of ﬁbroblast growth factors (FGFs) in numerous
developmental processes. Early in Martin's career she discovered
that the inner cell mass of mouse embryos was a source of pluripotent
stem cells and named them “embryonic stem cells.” She and her
colleagues identiﬁed FGFs as the key molecules that perform the
functions of the apical ectodermal ridge in limb development. Today,
Martin, a professor at the University of California, San Francisco, is
studying the role of FGFs in tooth, brain, and kidney development to
name a few.
Reﬂecting on her career in an interview following the award
announcement, Martin said she cherishes the rare aha moments she
has experienced as scientist. “Those moments really are still very real
for me and I remember them very vividly,” she said. In particular she
recalls the day she ﬁrst saw pluripotent embryonic stem cells growing
in a dish. “…[H]aving known that I should have been able to isolate
[them] and then actually being able to do it was really an exciting
moment. And those don't come very often, unfortunately, but they're
very vivid for me.”
It has been equally rewarding for Martin to mentor students and
postdocs helping them to have their own aha moments, she said. Her
philosophy is “to give people a lot of latitude to do what excites them
because I think that there is no way that you canmake somebody do a
project well if they don't really love it. I don't think there's any way to
get people to work harder on something unless they're really excited
about what they're doing.” She admits, “there have been a couple of
times when I thought somebody shouldn't pursue something, but I let
them do it and in the end they were right, because it turned out to be
really, really important.”doi:10.1016/j.ydbio.2010.08.038 Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.Letters of support for Martin highlighted both her commitment to
scientiﬁc accuracy, and her generosity. The rigorousness with which
she analyzes data and composes manuscripts attests to her philoso-
phy of an accurate story over speed of publication. “It's hard to be very
critical of your own data,” Martin said. “I've always tried to help
people step back and look at it and say, ‘Hey wait a minute, does this
really show what I think it shows?’”
Former trainees convey Martin's willingness to share unpublished
results and collaborate with other groups stressing the exchange of
ideas in order to more completely understand a given problem. “I just
ﬁnd the idea of being secretive about something just totally the
opposite of what this should be,” she said. “I also feel that if you tell
people everything you're doing…you actually get more out of the
conversation than you give…I think if you don't tell people you cut off
the opportunity to learn what's really going on…” This collaborative
nature extends to the greater scientiﬁc community as she voluntarily
distributes the many mouse lines her lab generates. “…[N]ow it's the
rule that you have to, but I don't understand why people wouldn't
want to share stuff,” she said. The integrity with which Martin carries
out her scientiﬁc research did not go unnoticed by the numerous
graduate students and postdocs she has trained, many of whom are
leaders in their own right.
One of the greatest legacies Martin has contributed is the creation
of the UCSF Program in Developmental Biology which has graduated
nearly 50 PhD students in the past 25 years.
Without a doubt, Martin has exhibited excellence through her
research, leadership, andmentorship. The FASEB Excellence in Science
Award includes a $10,000 unrestricted research grant.
“The one thing I have learned about awards is that people don't get
awards if other people don't go out of their way to nominate them,”
she said. “I'm really grateful to… all the people who were involved in
making this happen.”
Martin will receive her award and present a lecture at the Society
for Developmental Biology 70th AnnualMeeting to be held in Chicago,
July 21–25, 2011.
For more information:
SDB — http://sdbonline.org/
FASEB — http://www.faseb.org/What-We-Do/Awards/Excellence-
in-Science-Award.aspx
Gail Martin — http://bms.ucsf.edu/faculty/martin.html
By Marsha Lucas, SDB Publishing Fellow
Marsha Lucas
Society for Developmental Biology, 9650 Rockville Pike, Bethesda,
MD 20814-3998, USA. Fax: +1 301 634 7825.
E-mail address: mlucas@sdbonline.org.
